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So, as it happens, | recently learned a small bit of Metallica trivia (which | hadn't known before for some 
reason), and it immediately produced a plot bunny. | improvised the dialogue and some trinkets that go along 
with it, but | didn't make up the whole story. Basically, what I'm (inadequately) trying to say is: this happened. 
Go on, ask Kirk. (And while you're at it, give him my phone number. *grin*) Anyway, the year is 2001, and 
Metallica is in its infamous chaos. (Because apparently | can't pick a nice meadow and sit the boys on a blanket) 
| put both gen and slash in the genre section because it can really go either way. Best case scenario, its pre- 


slash. In any case, | hope you enjoy it :) 


The wind howled as he closed the heavy door behind him. Warm air enveloped his cheeks and a scent of fresh 
pastries snuck up to his nose. He shuddered as he shrugged out of his coat and crumpled it in his hands. It 


was way too chilly for a November in the Bay Area. 


The fact that it was his birthday didn't do anything to lift his spirits. It only meant the day wouldn't be over in 
an hour or two, like he had hoped it to be. He contemplated escaping up the stairwell and going straight to bed 
before he was forced to pretend to be surprised - and delighted - at all the people who made it in time for 


his birthday. It was late, and he was in no mood to entertain. The house was completely silent, which meant he 


had a couple of seconds to make his decision 


Kirk flung his coat over his arm and zeroed in on the staircase. He barely passed the lounge door when he felt 


two familiar, delicate hands cover his eyes. 
"You weren't gonna disappear without saying ‘hi', were you?" A voice whispered near his ear. 


He smiled against his own wishes and turned around, ready to kiss his wife, but stopped when a group of 
people behind her cheered "Surprise!" 


On any other day - any other year, actually - he would've relished a cheesy surprise party. He would've 


embraced it with a giddy, childish delight. Now, it only seemed phony and ironic. 
His melting cheeks stretched into a smile and his eyes auto-piloted over the familiar faces. 
"Wow, you guys.." Tried and tested surprise, tried and tested responses. "You all made it." 


Lani's arms slid around his neck and he looked down at her with a smile. He leaned in and kissed her, and a 


couple more cheers could be heard behind her. 

"Hi," he whispered into her ear, closing his eyes and breathing in her scent. 
"Are you tired?" She asked him quietly. Her fingers rubbed his back. 

"That obvious?" 

"You practically sagged against me," she said with a smile. 

"I'll be alright," he assured her. 


She pulled his coat out of his grasp and retreated into the living room, going backwards until she elicited a 


smile out of him. 
Kirk took a quiet breath and glanced at the people - his guests - filling the center hall 
"Welcome," he repeated dozens of times as he greeted each person and directed them to the living room. 


All he wanted to do was sleep. Possibly sleep through the year and wake up once his life gets a grip and stops 
falling apart. 


"Hey, get that bottle from the cellar, would you?" Lani appeared at the door, but disappeared just as quickly. 


His hand slid off the last person's back and dropped by his thigh limply. He felt empty and pointless, like a 


cardboard cutout with his face on it. 

Taking another breath, he turned around and set off for the cellar when he caught sight of a figure in the 
shadow of the staircase. His breath caught in his throat and for a long moment, he thought he was seeing 
things. Through near darkness, familiar blue eyes were looking at him. But there was a new clarity in them, a 
new sensibility that Kirk noticed even from afar. 

His heart was thundering in his chest when he approached the man with stiff legs and sweaty palms. He 
opened his mouth to speak-say anything-but each word he tried to push through was choked down by the 
heavy lump that sat in his throat. 

"James," he eventually said, in a voice so weak that he barely recognized it. 

That familiar lopsided smile appeared. 

"Hey, Kirk" 


His hands were deep in the pockets of his jeans, but his stance was casual. 


"You came," Kirk squeezed out, afraid to raise his voice-afraid to do anything. If he did, the image could 
disappear. 


In a distant part of Kirk's brain, he realized that he was staring at the man like a paralyzed fish, and that 
James probably had no idea how genuinely happy Kirk was to see him. He wanted to let him know. He wanted to 
touch him-to hug him, but he didn't know if he was allowed to. 

That smile dissipated and strong arms wrapped around Kirk, who welcomed the embrace and clutched at his 
friend by default, like a baby bird that knows its mother anywhere. He closed his eyes and squeezed, getting 
lost in the familiarity and comfort of the contact. He'd missed James, more than he was willing to admit even 


to himself. 


"Happy birthday," James whispered and a sound between a chuckle and a sniff came from Kirk. He held on, 
soaking in the warmth of James's body. 


Too soon, the embrace ended and Kirk inhaled and bowed his head as they parted. A moment later, his eyes 


were dry enough, so his gaze sought out his friend's face. 
"How did you..?" He trailed off, gesturing vaguely in the space between them. 
Now that James's arms weren't around Kirk, he had his hands back in his pockets. 


‘lm sorry | didn't bring you anything," he said. 


Kirk felt his eyes watering again so he chuckled and shook his head. His gaze reluctantly sought out the 
handrail and he squeezed it in a tight grip before he looked up. 


"How are you?" 

"Okay," James said with a small, goofy smile that Kirk had no idea he had missed until now. 

"Are you, uh-" He swallowed. "What's the status on your-| mean-" His tongue was stumbling over itself. 
"Am | sane enough to be among normal humans, you mean?" 

"No-c'mon, you know that's not what-" 

James chuckled. 

‘lm okay." He nodded. His gaze alternated between Kirk's eyes for a couple of seconds. "l'm better." 


Kirk nodded, his throat still clogged with unsaid words and unused tears. He rubbed his nose with a couple of 
fingers. 


"So, are you coming back?" He asked weakly, knowing the answer in advance. 

James's expression was indecipherable in the half-light. 

‘| need some more time." 

Kirk nodded, licking his damp lips. 

‘lm sorry for not calling." 

Kirk waved a hand through the air, averting his gaze. 

"Is okay, man-" 

"No, | mean lately." James took a small breath when Kirk looked up at him. "It's been a while now, hasn't it?" 
Six weeks straight. 

Kirk shrugged with one shoulder. 


"| don't remember exactly." 


"I do. And I'm sorry." 

Kirk attempted to chuckle, still holding tight to the handrail. 

"You don't have to apologize, James. You're recovering, you don't owe any of us-" 

"Listen," James interrupted him. 

Kirk met his gaze. 

"I have to go. But-" James swallowed. "You need to know that it's not over. Metallica? Is nowhere near done." 
His voice took an edge with the last sentence. He put a both hands on Kirk's shoulders to gain his attention. 
"Okay?" 

Kirk looked up and nodded, sucking in his lips to hide their quivering. 

"Mhm." 

"IIl call. Alright?" 

Kirk stared somewhere at James's chest, afraid to look up and see the meaning in his eyes. 

"Ill be waiting." 

"Good" The hands squeezed Kirk's shoulders and then they were gone. 

Kirk's tongue was tied. He wanted to tell James so many things-ask him so many questions-or at least say 
something that would sum up the jumbled mass of emotions he felt. He wanted to tell him how happy he was 
to see him-how happy he was that James came to his birthday-but his throat was constricted. All he could 
do was watch James walk to the door. 

"Thanks," he eventually squeezed out, feeling bare and isolated standing in the middle of the large hallway. 
James turned around and smiled. 


"For what, Quirk? | didn't even get you a present.” 


He might've even said something more, but Kirk wasn't sure. He was too busy staring at the glint in those blue 


eyes-the glint he'd be thinking about throughout the night. And the following day, and the night after that. 
The door closed and the last whiff of heat disappeared outside. 


When he was sure his eyes were dry enough and his throat wasn't as clogged as before, Kirk entered the 


living room and perched his ass on the back of the sofa He tuned out the chatter of the guests and wrapped 


an arm around Lani's shoulders. 
"Which wine did you have in mind?" 
She covered his hand with her own and gave him a strange smile. 


"You're really tired, aren't you?" She whispered, seeming regretful. "I'm sorry.. | thought the party might 


cheer you up." 
Kirk smiled and kissed her temple. 


"It did." 


